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Abstract 
In Italian scholastic scenery, special education teachers represent the main resource to facilitate the implementation to the right of 
education of the disabled students. In this frame, the awareness of how you are found in a 
problematic situation (or felt as problematic), and the the appropriate 
interpretation of professional role. So we have proposed a workshop inspired to Action Learning and 
we have carried out a research with 61 pre-service special education teachers. These have filled in a questionnaire before and 
after their participation in the workshop executed in a small group setting.The aim of this research was dual. First, to explore the 
representation that the sample had about their Professional Self and about students (both disabled and normal), and to assess the 
emotional involvement in the educational relationship. Second, to verify the hypothesis that the workshop facilitated emotional 
involvement and a most positive representation of students.The following measures were used for our data: 3 Semantic 
Differentials, the Portrait Values Questionnaire (Schwartz et al., 2001), regarding the domain of self-transcendence; 2 inventories 
PANAS (Watson et al., 1988), 1 scale for assessing Empathy towards disabled people.Results showed that an active involvement 
of the participants in the workshop had effects on a most articulated emotional representation of students (normal and disabled).  
Keywords: Training, empathy, emotions, disability. 
1. Introduction 
The teaching profession is characterized by a complex identity, oriented at supporting the  full potential. 
This function, with the Law 517/77, is also extended to students with disabilities by the introduction of special 
education teachers. 
Special educators work with disabled cognitive, emotional, or physical students. An important aspect of their job 
and interact effectively in social situation. 
In this framework, personal values and empathic sensibility are important. 
Self-trascendence values orient people to protect and enhance the well-being of those whom one has close contact 
with, as well as the welfare of all people and nature (Schwartz & Bilsky, 1987). 
Empathy is a personal attribute that involves the emotional, cognitive, and communicative capacities. Rogers 
ernal frame of reference of another with accuracy and emotional 
-11). Empathy implies (Rogers & Freiberg, 1993) which 
is the ability to emotional de-centering during dynamic interaction with other. Research shows how empathic people 
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are particularly effective in the helping professions, and more generally in all those professions where the 
interpersonal involvement is implied (Aspy, 1975). Since empathy is the ability to enter the private perceptual world 
of the other (Rogers, 1980), it is central for the success of educational processes. It is particularly helpful for special 
educators, because it plays a function of protection from feelings of loneliness and of burnout (Klis & Kossewska, 
1996). 
Special education teachers enjoy the challenge of working with disabled students and the opportunity to establish 
meaningful relationship with them. Although helping these students can be highly rewarding, the work can also be 
emotionally and physically demanding. In fact, they feel vulnerable in interacting with people with disabilities and 
they are moderately uncertain about how to react to them (Forlin et al., 2001). 
It is necessary to design and promote teacher preparation to develop awareness that the relational dynamics are 
always characterized by emotions, driven by value systems and fed by prejudices. Therefore, teacher training aiming 
to acquisition, support and increase of skills and abilities and facilitating more positive feelings in the interactions 
among teachers and disabled students is particularly important (Carroll et al., 2003). 
2. Method 
2.1. Aims and Hypotheses 
We offered to some pre-service special education teachers a workshop inspired to Action Learning to facilitate 
development, intellectual, emotional or physical, that requires its subject, through responsible involvement in some 
real, complex and stressful problem, to achieve intended change sufficient to improve his observable behaviour 
 ividuals learn with and from 
each other by working on real problems and reflecting on their own experiences (McGill & Beaty, 2001). The 
learning set provides a balance of emotional support and intellectual challenge which enable each participant to act 
and learn effectively about the problem being tackled, about what is being learned about oneself; and about the 
 
We hypothesized that the training could determine: a better representation of the professional Self, a better 
representation of students (disabled and normal) and a greater emotional involvement in relationships with students 
(disabled and normal). In addition, we also hypothesized that empathy and Self-transcendence values could have an 
effect on the representation of professional Self, on the representation of students and on the affective states felt for 
students. 
2.2. Participants and Procedure 
The study was carried out with five groups of pre-service special education teachers (N=61; males n=15 and 
females n= 46) that participated in a training inspired at the Action Learning. The mean age of the sample was 32.3 
years (SD = 3.6) with a range of 27 43 years. Data collection took place at the beginning and at the end of the 
training using two exact copies of the questionnaire. Then we proceeded to match the questionnaires completed by 
each participant maintaining their anonymity (we asked people to invent their own secret identification code and use 
it in each of the two questionnaires). 
2.3. Measures 
The instrument was a questionnaire which included the following measures. 
Self-Transcendence Values. In order to measure the orientation to protect and enhance the well-being of all 
people and nature, a short form of the Italian version of the Portrait Values Questionnaire (PVQ; Schwartz et al., 
2001), that included 10 single values, was used. Respondents rated the importance of each value item reading the 
description of some people and thinking how much each person described was or was not similar to them. 
Participants answered on a 6-step scale ranging from not at all like me to very similar to me. Reliability was .87 
(pre-training) and .87 (post-training). 
Empathy towards people with disability. In order to measure empathy towards people with disability, a scale 
was used. Participants have answered on a 7-step scale ranging from not at all to very much. Reliability was .89 
(pre-training) and .88 (post-training). 
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Representation of the disabled students, of the normal students and of the professional Self. The representations 
were measured using three Semantic Differentials (SD; Osgood et al., 1957) consisting of five pairs of opposite 
adjectives. Participants answered on a 7-step scale, ranging from -3 to +3 for each pair of bipolar adjectives. 
Reliability was: .73 (pre-training) and .83 (post-training) for ; .82 (pre-training) and .82 
(post-trai .90 (pre-training) and .89 (post-training) for  
Feelings aroused by students in the educational relationship. The affective experience feeling by the sample for 
students was measured using two Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS, Watson et al., 1988). One 
PANAS was used in order to measure feelings for disabled students, the other to measure feelings for normal 
students. PANAS is composed of two ten-item mood scales, one to measure positive affectivity and the other to 
measure negative affectivity. For PA, the higher the score indicates the greater tendency to experience a positive 
mood. For NA, the higher the score, the greater tendency to experience a negative mood. Examples of PA scale 
items are active  and enthusiastic , where the examples of NA scale items are irritable  and upset . Affect was 
measured on a seven-point scale ranging from not at all to almost always. Reliability was: PA for disabled students 
74 (pre-training) and .79 (post-training); NA for disabled students 74 (pre-training) and .87 (post-training); PA for 
normal students .74 (pre-training) and .86 (post-training); NA for disabled students .82 (pre-training) and .87 (post-
training).  
3. Results 
3.1. Pre-training  
Based on the results obtained with the semantic differentials a discrete representation of professional Self 
emerged; students instead were estimated less favourably, regardless of the condition of disability/normality 
[F(2,120)=17.93, p<.001]. 
With regard to values, teachers attributed a high-level score to Self- -
being of other people. On the contrary, the low mean score of empathy suggested an attitude of emotional distance 
towards people with disabilities. 
The participants pronounced low emotional involvement: in fact, imagining to interact with students in 
classroom, they expressed modest levels of positive affectivity (PA, e.g. 
 
was not a difference between disabled and normal students. Post hoc analysis revealed also a preponderance of 
negative affective states, for normal students [t (60) = 8.86, p <.001] and for students with disabilities [t (60)=6.98, 
p<.001]. 
3.2. Post-training  
The data showed that the workshop produced several changes in explored attitudes (Table 1). After training, there 
were no statistically significant differences regarding to the representation that teachers had of themselves and of 
students: the average score for professional-Self was the same; the average score for the normal and disabled student 
did not significantly increase. 
Self-transcendence increased appreciably after the workshop. Empathy towards people with disabilities who, 
even after training, were stabilized at an average score significantly lower than the indifference point (one test, p =. 
024), was not changed instead. 
In relation to emotional states, pre service teachers had imagined themselves in interaction with students; pre-
post-
affective states related to students with disabilities increased. 
 
Table 1. Pre/Post-Training Data 
 
  Pre-Training Post-Training t-test 
M DS M DS t(60) p 
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 5.33 .94 5.33 .94 .027 =.98 
 4.73 .92 4.79 .93 -3.166 =.25 
 4.63 .95 4.75 .84 -.723 =.47 
Self-trascendence (6-step scale) 4.90 .70 5.05 .67 -.245 =.016 
Empathy towards disabled  3.66 1.32 3.64 .23 .140 =.89 
PA for disabled students 2.95 .83 3.22 .90 -2.790 =.007 
NA for disabled students 3.43 .87 3.78 1.14 -2.868 =.006 
PA for normal students 2.94 .84 3.14 1.31 -1.773 =.081 
NA for normal students 3.50 .98 3.66 1.08 -1.267 =.210 
 
 
Regarding post-training average score, we tested the effects of Self-transcendence values and empathy on the 
investigated constructs. We applied, for each measure, a regression analysis with two independent variables: Self-
transcendence and empathy (Table 2). 
Results showed that Self- n effect. On the other hand, however, with the increase of 
empathy, means of positive and negative affective states increased (with reference to normal and disabled students) 
and improved the professional Self and the representation of both types of normal and disabled students. 




beta p beta p 
 .403 =.002 0.27 =.829 
Norma  .366 =.007 -.119 =.363 
 .279 =.042 .004 =.974 
PA for disabled students .385 =.003 .110 =.384 
NA for disabled students .431 =.001 .122 =.320 
PA for normal students .418 =.001 .147 =.230 
NA for normal students .430 =.001 .173 =.151 
4. Discussion 
We proposed a training in a small group setting inspired to Action Learning; the workshop was designed to 
promote new learning and changes in the participants. Findings have confirmed the hypothesis in relation to the 
effect of empathy. On the contrary, Self-transcendence has had no any effects on the explored attitudes. 
Our findings showed that, taken together, the evaluation of professional Self, the evaluation of students and 
empathy towards people with disabilities have remained almost unchanged. However, the Self-transcendence and 
intensity of emotional involvement towards normal and disabled students increased. 
Given this, the training experience seems to have developed a greater emotional involvement towards students, 
which however, did not produce an increase of empathic sensitivity. Our results suggest that empathy is a variable 
which influences the 
asking about the type of measuring instruments to be adopted; on the plane of action, designing training workshops 
to have specifically focused on empathy. 
In terms of possibilities, it might be useful to strategically plan a training for special education teachers (and also 
for curricular teachers), providing specific interventions aimed to develop attitudes of emotional de-centralization 
and ability to enter the private perceptual world of the other (Rogers, 1980). 
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